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A Defining Time for Physical Education Futures? 
Exploring the legacy of Fritz Duras 
The 22nd Fritz Duras Memorial Lecture, University of Melbourne, 27 November 2013 
 
David Kirk, University of Bedfordshire and the University of Queensland 
 
Introduction 
As an historian of school physical education and sport in Australia and the UK, it is an 
especially meaningful experience for me to be invited to give the 22nd Fritz Duras Memorial 
Lecture and to give it here at the University of Melbourne where Dr Duras worked. It has 
been my conviction for some time, and something I have argued in public (Kirk, 2010), that 
most of us in health and physical education do not know the history of our field particularly 
well, and that this places us in a very precarious situation in terms of our preparedness for 
change. So it is a delight for me that ACHPER has continued to support this lecture in honour 
and memory of a great physical educator. I want to take the opportunity this evening to talk 
about this current time in health and physical education in its historical context and to give 
you a sense of why it is that Fritz Duras thoroughly deserves the accolade of a memorial 
Lecture.  
 
ƌ&ƌŝƚǌƵƌĂƐŝƐŽĨƚĞŶĐĂůůĞĚ ‘ƚŚĞĨĂƚŚĞƌŽĨƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶŝŶƵƐƚƌĂůŝĂ ? (Kentish, 1983). I 
will not dispute this ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ ?ďƵƚ/ǁŝůůĂƌŐƵĞƚŚĂƚŝĨŚĞǁĂƐŝŶĚĞĞĚ ‘ƚŚĞĨĂƚŚĞƌ ? ? ?ĂŶĚƚŽ
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stay with the family metaphor), he was greatly assisted by Ma, the kids, and many of the 
uncles, aunts, cousins and grandfolks, indeed much of the extended family. I will argue that 
he was able to contribute to making a defining time for physical education, between the late 
1930s until the late 1940s, to developments that continue to have a profound impact on 
what we do in the name of physical education today, because he was able to make the best 
of the people, the events and resources around him. If I can communicate one message 
through this lecture tonight it is that we must all be involved, collectively and with one 
shared purpose, if we are to make the implementation of a new curriculum a defining time 
now for health and physical education that could have profound effects, for the better, for 
years to come. 
 
I want to begin the lecture by asking what we might mean by the phrase  ‘Ă defining time? ? ?
before elaborating on an earlier defining time, which focused on the national fitness 
campaign of the mid to late 1930s in which Dr Duras was a key figure and which among 
other things produced a new physical education that marked a distinctive break with the 
former regime of drilling and exercising based on gymnastics and military drills. Returning to 
the present, I want to then ask who can do what to make this a defining time and what 
might be the role of ACHPER and of individuals in this process. Finally I will discuss how we 
might realise the legacy of Duras et al and argue that there are at least five things the new 





A defining time? 
With the theme of the ĐŽŶĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ‘ĂĚĞĨŝŶŝŶŐƚŝŵĞ ? ?ŝƚŵŝŐŚƚďĞĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞƚŽďĞŐŝŶƚŚŝƐ
lecture with some reflection on what this phrase might mean and in particular what we 
might hope for at such a time. Clearly the phrase anticipates the implementation of a new 
national curriculum for Health and Physical Education (ACARA, 2013). To what extent is this 
Ă ‘ĚĞĨŝŶŝŶŐ ?time ĂŶĚǁŚĂƚŝƐŝƚĚĞĨŝŶŝŶŐ ?dŽǁŚĂƚĞǆƚĞŶƚĐĂŶĂĐƵƌƌŝĐƵůƵŵĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚ ‘ĚĞĨŝŶĞ ? 
a field of study for example?  
 
As far as the document itself is concerned, if it is well written, visionary, and forward looking 
then I think we can reasonably argue that it might, especially since it has as its reach the 
whole of Australia, offer a definition of what health and physical education can be. This was 
very much the case with the 1946 syllabus Physical Education for Victorian Schools, 
ŽƚŚĞƌǁŝƐĞŬŶŽǁŶĨĂŵŽƵƐůǇĂƐ ‘ƚŚĞ'ƌĞǇŽŽŬ ? (Education Department of Victoria, 1946). 
 ‘dŚĞ'ƌĞǇďŽŽŬ ?ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚĂƌĂĚŝĐĂůůǇŶĞǁǀŝƐŝŽŶĨŽƌĂǁŚŽůĞŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶĂƚĂŶother defining 
time for Australian physical education, something I will come to shortly. In this sense, a 
curriculum document can be aspirational since it seeks to bring into being something new, 
something that without it we would not be doing. It is a statement of what we will do rather 
than what we are doing currently, though of course it is presumably seeking to build on the 
best of current and past practice. 
 
So the document itself can offer a definition of Health and Physical Education, but by itself it 
is unlikely to bring about any profound shift in practice. We know this from countless other 
curriculum development exercises over the years. Needless to say the implementation of 
any new curriculum is complex - this we know both from the research literature in health 
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and physical education and beyond, and from professional experience (Macdonald, 2003). 
So while a visionary curriculum document can facilitate this particular period of history as a 
defining time, there are other forces and factors that need to be in alignment. 
 
Just what it takes to make the aspirations expressed in the curriculum document a reality 
we will come to in the course of this lecture. But there are some related issues around the 
ŶŽƚŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ĂĚĞĨŝŶŝŶŐƚŝŵĞ ?ƚŚĂƚǁĞŵŝŐŚƚǁŝƐŚƚŽaddress now. While it is in my view 
appropriate and necessary for a curriculum document to be aspirational, we must be wary 
of the kinds of hopes we might reasonably expect it to hold for the future of health and 
physical education. We need to accept, I think, that there is no  ‘ďƌŝŐŚƚ-new-tomorrow ? to 
which this curriculum will lead us; there is no future Utopia for health and physical 
education. As the philosopher John Gray (2002) has shown, Utopianism is a source of much 
of the misery afflicting millions of people across history. In my view we need instead, when 
approaching questions about the future, to take a firmly anti-Utopian stance which in 
contrast to the  ‘ďƌŝŐŚƚ-new-tomorrow ? style of thinking seeks to take small steps to improve 
the life situations of specific groups of young people in specific contexts. We must ask the 
ƉƌĂŐŵĂƚŝĐƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐŽĨƚŚŝƐĐƵƌƌŝĐƵůƵŵ ? ‘ĐĂŶǁĞŵĂŬĞƚŚĞƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶĨŽƌǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ better 
ƚŚĂŶŝƚŝƐĐƵƌƌĞŶƚůǇ ? ? ? ‘ǁŚĂƚǁŽƵůĚďĞƚƚĞƌďĞ ? ?ĂŶĚ ‘ŚŽǁŵŝŐŚƚǁĞŐŽĂďŽƵƚƚŚŝƐƚĂƐŬ ? ? ? 
 
If we are to ask what can we reasonably hope this document might hold for the future of 
health and physical education I propose it should be that all young Australians will come to 
value the physically active life (Siedentop, 1996). This notion of lifelong physical activity, as I 
have shown elsewhere (Kirk, 2010), has been a commonplace aspiration of physical 
educators around the world since at least the 1940s and indeed has been the ƌĂŝƐŽŶĚ ?ĞƚƌĞ 
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ŽĨƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ƐƉůĂĐĞŝŶƚŚĞƐĐŚŽŽůĐƵƌƌŝĐƵůƵŵ. It is an aspiration that, if we are to 
trust the many surveys of adult physical activity, we have spectacularly failed to achieve. 
Despite its ubiquity and our very poor track record in realising this hope for physical 
education, I want to argue along with Daryl Siedentop that, if we could actually improve on 
the situation that currently exists, in small increments, this would be a truly radical 
aspiration that could provide significant benefits to individuals and society.  
 
It is worth looking a little more ĐůŽƐĞůǇĂƚǁŚĂƚ^ŝĞĚĞŶƚŽƉ ?ƐŽƌŝŐŝŶĂůĨŽƌŵƵůĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚŝƐ
notion involves. Siedentop explains this notion of valuing the physically active life as follows: 
 
Valuing physical activity is most clearly revealed not in what we say or write about it, 
but in the decisions we make to arrange a daily or weekly schedule so that activity 
participation is possible even though there are other important or attractive 
alternatives. Although participation may be the key component in valuing physical 
activity, we must attend to a second component of valuing: willingness to participate 
in the sport, fitness, and leisure activity cultures in ways that are literate and critical. 
 
By literate, I mean that persons are knowledgeable and activist cyclists, volleyball 
players, hikers, and the like. People should be knowledgeable about sport, fitness, and 
leisure, and be willing to use that knowledge as activist participants in helping to 
preserve, protect, and improve the practice of their activity. 
 
By critical, I mean that persons should understand the structural inequities in their 
local, regional, and national activity cultures that may limit access to activity based on 
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irrelevant attributes such as race, gender, age, handicapping conditions, or 
socioeconomic status. Individuals should value fair access to participation so much 
that they are willing to work at local, regional, and national levels to make that activity 
more available to more people. (Siedentop, 1996, p.266) 
 
dŚŽƐĞŽĨǇŽƵǁŚŽŬŶŽǁ^ŝĞĚĞŶƚŽƉ ?ƐǁŽƌŬŽŶ^ƉŽƌƚĚƵĐĂtion will immediately recognise 
two or the three learning outcomes from that model. For me what is important about this 
definition is that it focuses on valuing, a verb that implies something deeper, more 
committed and longer lasting that mere knowing or doing. Valuing the physically active life 
is also, according to Siedentop, dispositional. Part of what it means to value the physically 
active life is to habitually and routinely make time to be active, even in the face of attractive 
alternatives. And his notions of literacy and criticality are also important. Literacy points up 
the fact that there are things to know as part of the act of valuing. Moreover, criticality 
suggests valuing is not an individualistic act, focused solely on the self, but recognises social 
and physical cultural conditions, locally and more universally, and the need for a collective 
understanding of barriers and opportunities to be active.  
 
Valuing the physically active life is highly consistent, on my reading, with the new 
curriculum. The rationale for ƚŚĞĐƵƌƌŝĐƵůƵŵƐƚĂƚĞƐ,ĞĂůƚŚ ?WŚǇƐŝĐĂůĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ‘ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƐ
opportunities for students to develop the skills, self-efficacy and dispositions to advocate 
for, and positively influence, ƚŚĞŝƌŽǁŶĂŶĚŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?ǁĞůůďĞŝŶŐŝŶĐƌĞĂƚŝŶŐĂƐƵƐƚĂŝŶĂďůĞ
ĨƵƚƵƌĞ ? (ACARA, 2012a, p.1) . /ŶƚŚĞ^ŚĂƉĞĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚ ?ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐĂƌĞƚŽ ‘ǀĂůƵĞůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐŝŶ ?
ĂďŽƵƚĂŶĚƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ ? (ACARA, 2012b, p.4). Throughout the curriculum, 
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competence, literacy and criticality are stressed as major learning outcomes in this field of 
Health & Physical Education.  
 
I think it is important that we are able as a diverse professional community to have a clearly 
stated and shared vision for what we wish to achieve. To optimise the possibility of as many 
young Australians as possible valuing the physically active life provides an easy-to-
communicate aspiration. But the notion of valuing also reveals that this is a complex 
process, as the new curriculum itself testifies, that cannot be reduced to simplistic ideas, for 
example, that moderate to vigorous physical activity should be the main outcome of 
physical education lessons.  
 
The aspiration is radical, I believe, not just because it has been hard to achieve, but because 
of the significant benefits it could bring to so many people in terms of the quality of their 
lives. Is it Utopian? It is not Utopian if we are clear that this is an aspiration to work towards 
rather than an endpoint to be reached.  Moreover,  ‘WƌŽŐƌĞƐƐ ?is not about finding the 
ĐŽŵŵŽŶĞƐƐĞŶĐĞ ? “ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐƚƌƵĞĂŶĚĚĞĞƉ ? (Rorty, 1999, p.86-7), that binds people 
together. The notion of valuing the physically active life is a point of focus, a touchstone for 
our professional community, but it is no more than this.  As circumstances change in the 
face of global warming, worldwide financial crises, armed conflicts and pandemics of 
incurable disease, our focus may well change. It is a touchstone, no more, a priority for now 
and as far as we can foresee the short to middle term future. It is also a complex, many-
sided process that might move us towards a tomorrow that is better than today. American 
pragmatist philosopher Richard Rorty (1999, p. 86- ? ?ŚĂƐĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚŚƵŵĂŶŝƚǇ ?ƐƉƵƌƐƵŝƚŽĨ
moral progress as  “ŵŽƌĞůŝŬĞƐĞǁŝŶŐƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌĂǀĞƌǇůĂƌŐĞ ?ĞůĂďŽƌĂƚĞ ?ƉŽůǇĐŚƌŽŵĞƋƵŝůƚ ? ?
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which involves using  “ĂƚŚŽƵƐĂŶĚůŝƚƚůĞƐƚŝƚĐŚĞƐ ?, equivalent to the many and various 
practices we as professionals in the field of health and physical education deploy to 
eliminate barriers to young people valuing the physically active life. 
 
So what are the thousand little stiches that might be sewn around the new curriculum if it is 
to assist us to make life better for as many young Australians as possible, perhaps to assist 
them to value the physically active life as a lifelong commitment? If this is indeed a defining 
time for health and physical education, what other factors come into play that would 
indicate to us that there is an opportunity to hope, pragmatically, for a better future than 
the present? In the next part of the lecture I want to turn back the clock to another defining 
time for physical education, to the late 1930s through to the 1950s, in which Dr Duras was a 
key player.  
 
An earlier defining time? National fitness and the new physical education1 
Fritz Duras arrived in Melbourne in 1937 at a time of considerable ferment around the topic 
of national fitness. Indeed his post at the University of Melbourne was a direct outcome of a 
survey of physical education provision in Victorian schools that was an important early 
contribution to the push for a national fitness campaign, sponsored by the National Council 
of Women in Victoria and the Australian Council for Educational Research. The report, 
published late in 1935, strongly supported the establishment of a specialist training course 
for teachers of physical education, a recommendation that the University acted on 
promptly.  
 
                                                          
1 Unless otherwise stated, the majority of material from this section is an adapted version of Kirk, 1998 
9 
 
The Carnegie Corporation was in 1936 attempting to find employment for Germans exiled 
ďǇ,ŝƚůĞƌ ?ƐƌĞŐŝŵĞ ?&ŽůůŽǁŝŶŐĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĂďůĞŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚŝŽŶ ?ƌ&ƌŝƚǌƵƌĂƐ ?ĂŵĞĚŝĐĂůƉƌĂĐƚŝƚŝŽŶĞƌ
and sport scientist who had been dismissed in 1934 from his post at the University of 
Frieberg due to his Jewish ancestry, and had since relocated to London, was appointed 
Director of the new course in physical education, his salary to be paid for two years by the 
Corporation. The course began initially as a one year certificate program but it was so 
popular with students that midway through 1937 Duras successfully negotiated with the 
University Council for a further year of study towards a diploma. This initiative, the 
coincidence of circumstances that made Dr Duras available, and the fortuitous appointment 
of a man of his calibre to this post was a defining moment for the establishment of 
Departments of Physical Education in Australian Universities, as we shall see, which in turn, 
along with a range of other events I am about to describe, created a pathway towards a new 
form of physical education in schools. 
 
In addition to this early initiative in Victoria, there was a wide range of other groups and 
individuals agitating the Federal Government to act on the question of national fitness. In 
1937, William Hughes, former Prime Minister and now federal Minister for Health, set aside 
funds for health research to be administered by a newly created National Health and 
Medical Research Council (NH&MRC). The first grants to the NH&MRC were approved late 
in 1937 and in 1938 the Council endorsed a series of resolutions concerning national fitness. 
There were other organisations pursuing national fitness goals too. The New South Wales 
government had formed a Physical Education Advisory Committee in 1937. In Victoria, the 
Age newspaper was vocal in promoting the need for a national fitness campaign and went 
as far as proposing how a campaign might work. Some of the other individuals and 
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organisations expressing views on the topic of national fitness at this time were the 
Australian Natives Association, the Baptist Union of Tasmania, the Council of Churches in 
Victoria, historian C.E.W. Bean, the Australian Youth Council, physical culturist Mr T.A. 
Langridge, the Recreation and Leadership Movement, ƚŚĞƵƐƚƌĂůŝĂŶdĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ ?&ĞĚĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ
and the Health Association of Australasia, among many others. 
 
Given the diverse range of interests joined in debate, we should not be surprised that there 
were competing views on where the emphasis might be placed in any campaign for national 
fitness. One view expressed in Parliament by Prime Minister Lyons in 1938 was that national 
fitness should focus on nutrition rather than physical activity. Eugenicist ideas, which had 
somewhat gone out of fashion between the turn of the century and the late 1930s, were all 
of a sudden being taken seriously again. Meanwhile in 1938 both the Returned Services 
League and the Australian Natives Association argued strongly for a military focus for 
national fitness and a return to compulsory military training in schools.  
 
The Federal Government response to this ferment was the establishment of a 
Commonwealth Council for National Fitness which began its work in January 1939. By the 
time war was declared in September 1939, State Councils for National Fitness had been 
established in New South Wales, Victoria (to which Dr Duras was appointed), Queensland, 
Western Australia and Tasmania, with South Australia following suit one month later. Funds 
were made available to appoint national and state Organisers of National Fitness. Grants to 
establish lectureships in physical education were readily accepted by the University of 
Melbourne, which no longer needed to rely on the benevolence of the Carnegie Corporation 
to maintain Dr Duras, and the Universities of Queensland, Adelaide and Sydney, while 
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Tasmania and Western Australia accepted the grants as scholarships to send local students 
to courses in the other universities.  
 
The State Councils were very quickly busy reviewing existing facilities and services, 
organising camps, volunteer training courses and flying squads of teachers to tour schools 
and offer instruction in physical education and sport. ƌƵƌĂƐ ?s membership from the late 
1930s of the boards and councils of a range of organisations including the Victorian 
ƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶŽĨŽǇƐ ?ůƵďƐ ?ƚŚĞzŽƵƚŚ,ŽƚĞůƐƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĞ ?and the Victorian 
Physical Education Association, would have greatly assisted with the integration of this work 
across the State. 
  
The National Fitness Act passed by Federal Parliament in 1941 merely confirmed 
developments in mass physical recreation that were by then well under way. At the second 
reading of the Bill in June of that year, Minister for Health Sir Frederick Stewart noted that 
although in war time fitness for survival was a prominent concern, he acknowledged the 
pre-ǁĂƌŽƌŝŐŝŶƐŽĨƚŚĞĐƚŝŶŚŝƐĐŽŵŵĞŶƚƚŚĂƚ ‘ǁĞŵƵƐƚŶŽƚĨŽƌŐĞƚƚŚĞƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞŐŽĂůŽĨ
fitness is ŝŶŽƌĚĞƌƚŽĞŶũŽǇůŝĨĞ ?.  
 
A number of liberalising trends had already been underway in school physical education 
ƉƌŝŽƌƚŽƌƵƌĂƐ ?ƐĂƌƌŝǀĂůŝŶƵƐƚƌĂůŝĂ ?ƚƌĞŶĚƐƚŚĂƚwere provided with additional momentum 
by the national fitness campaign. Between the first and second world wars, women such as 
Rosalie Virtue in Victoria and Ella Gormley in New South Wales worked hard to establish 
forms of physical training that involved less regimentation, especially for younger children 
and girls. In 1933 sŝƌƚƵĞǁĂƐĞŵƉŚĂƚŝĐƚŚĂƚ ‘ƋƵŝĐŬĂŶĚŝŶĨŽƌŵĂůŵĞƚŚŽĚƐŽĨŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ
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should be employed. Drill has no place in the ĚĂŝůǇƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐůĞƐƐŽŶĨŽƌƐĐŚŽŽůŐŝƌůƐ ? ?
She was especially keen to utilise music to enhance the rhythmic qualities of movement, 
and she was a strong advocate of folk dancing as a key part of primary school physical 
education. Such was the popularity of folk dancing in primary schools across Australia that 
the State Councils for National Fitness began from the early 1940s to collect and print folk 
dances for use by teachers, and there were regular folk dancing radio broadcasts to schools 
from the late 1940s.  
 
This sort of innovative work of Virtue in Victoria and female physical educators in the other 
states chipped away at the orthodoxies of drilling and exercising during the 1920s and 
1930s. It is no coincidence given Dr ƵƌĂƐ ?Ɛmembership of the Council for National Fitness 
in Victoria that late in 1939 the Council was asked to investigate the status and efficiency of 
physical education and to furnish recommendations concerning future practice. Following 
its study the investigating committee took the view that physical education was an essential 
part of general education, and emphasised a need to shift from a perspective of education 
of the physical to a perspective of education through the physical.  
 
One of the clearest expressions of the new physical education that was in the making was 
provided ďǇ> ?' ? ‘,ƵĐŬ ?,ĂŵŝůƚŽŶ in a series of articles that appeared in the 1941 edition of 
ƚŚĞsŝĐƚŽƌŝĂŶĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ'ĂǌĞƚƚĞĂŶĚdĞĂĐŚĞƌ ?ƐŝĚ ?,ĂŵŝůƚŽŶǁĂƐ at this time Assistant to 
Rosalie Virtue and later was to become Organiser of Physical Education in Victoria. He was 
ŝŶĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶĂŵĞŵďĞƌŽĨƌƵƌĂƐ ?ƐƚŚŝƌĚĐŽŚŽƌƚ of students at the University of Melbourne. 
/ŶŽŶĞĂƌƚŝĐůĞƚŝƚůĞĚ ‘'ĂŵĞƐWƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ PŝƚƐƉůĂĐĞĂŶĚǀĂůƵĞŝŶƚŚĞƐĐŚŽŽů ? ?,ĂŵŝůƚŽŶĂĚǀŽĐĂƚĞĚ
the idea that games were the means by which every child could be given an interest in 
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physical activity, not just the socially privileged. He proposed that children should be taught 
to gain satisfaction from seeing their own improvement in performance and not necessarily 
ĨƌŽŵĐŽŵƉĞƚŝŶŐ ?,ĞĂƌŐƵĞĚĨŽƌĂŚƵŵĂŶŝƐƚŝĐĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚƚŽƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶǁŚĞƌĞ ‘ŝƚŵƵƐƚ
not be thought that the object of games practice is to produce champions in sport ... There 
is a tendency in many large schools to concentrate on the instruction of the few already 
competent and gifted children allowing this limited number to represent the school in inter 
school competitive games ... One of the chief aims (should be) to ensure that each and 
every child is given an opportunity to learn games and to become to some degree skilled in 
them. In this way he is assured of a healthy physical exercise with a definite motivating 
ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ ? ? 
 
This rationale for a new physical education built on humanistic, child-centred principles that 
had games and sports at its core was expressed in some detail five years later in the 
publication of a new syllabus for Victorian schools, a text that was also widely used in other 
states. This textbook was to be known as 'the Grey Book' in contrast to the 1933 British 
Syllabus, 'the Green Book'. One of the purposes of the Grey Book was to break away from 
British influences in physical education by presenting material that was appropriate for 
Australian and Victorian schools. In the foreword to this new textbook, the Chief Medical 
Inspector of Schools, H.P. Kelly, contrasted the new physical education with the drilling and 
exercising form of physical training the Grey Book sought to displace arguing that 'formal 
exercises are artificial, unrelated to life situations, and generally lacking in interest'. Kelly 
went on to map out the key dimensions of this new definition of physical education in which 
enjoyment and enthusiasm are recognised as beneficial outcomes of participation in 




This new textbook and the liberalised notion of physical education it promoted formed the 
basis of the work of growing numbers of specialist physical educators after the war. In 1944, 
24 women and 6 men formed the staff of the Physical Education Branch in Victoria. By 1946, 
these numbers had grown to 35 women and 25 men and by the end of the decade the staff 
comprised 30 women and 44 men. This emerging body of specialist teachers of physical 
education very quickly saw their main role as developers of the skills pupils would use to 
participate in the team games offered by schools. Within this view of their role, physical 
education began to be positioned towards the end of the 1940s as the 'foundation stone' 
for children's participation in sport, as the site in which the skills required for sports 
participation should be developed, and for the first time making an explicit connection 
between school physical education and lifelong participation in physical activity. 
 
Who can do what to make this a defining time? The role of ACHPER and individual 
activism 
One of the brochures advertising this conference asks the question of prospective delegates 
 ‘ĂƚĂĚĞĨŝŶŝŶŐƚŝŵĞ ? ?tŚĂƚƌŽůĞǁŝůůǇŽƵƉůĂǇ in shaping the future of Health & Physical 
Education  W ĂĐƚŝǀĞŽƌƉĂƐƐŝǀĞ ? ? ?On the face of it this question seems straightforward  W will 
you get involved as a doer and make things happen, or will you sit back and let things 
happen to you? But as with many apparently straightforward questions, things are often 
more complex than this either/or choice suggests. In reality, what options do members of 
ACHPER and of the wider community of physical activity professionals have in order to make 





The purpose of my historical example was to suggest that the period leading up to and 
following the passage of the National Fitness Act of 1941 was a defining time for physical 
education that had a profound impact for the 40 or 50 years that followed. What made this 
a defining time? I suggest there are at least four reasons. First, new liberal ideas about the 
purposes of national fitness were accepted by government and began to gain purchase 
among professionals and the general public, purposes that related to the quality of life 
rather than fitness for work, war or breeding a super race. Second, with these new ideas 
came a new sport-based form of school physical education that superseded a former drilling 
and exercising form. Third, there was an influx into the field of trained teachers and 
organisers, ǁŝƚŚƵƌĂƐ ?ƐďŝŽŐƌĂƉŚĞƌ'ĞƌƚƌƵĚĞ<ĞŶƚŝƐŚƌĞĐŽƌĚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚŝŶ ? ? ? ?ƚŚĞhŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ
of Melbourne course alone produced 88 new teachers. And fourth, as an outcome of the 
Act, physical education as a field and the education of physical education teachers was 
established in Australian universities.   
 
And it is no coincidence that these events took place just as Fritz Duras arrived in Australia. 
As I hope my historical example showed, Dr Duras did none of this alone. Many other 
ƉĞŽƉůĞǁĞƌĞŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ ?ƐŽŵĞŚŽƚůǇĐŽŶƚĞƐƚŝŶŐŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?ǀĂůƵĞƐĂŶĚŝĚĞĂƐĂďŽƵƚŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůĨŝƚŶĞƐƐ ?
and the national fitness campaign experienced setbacks as well as triumphs. There is no 
question that Dr Duras found himself in the right place at the right time for a man of his 
experience and abilities. So while he did not make the conditions into which he arrived, he 
made the best of them, working ǁŝƚŚŽƚŚĞƌŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐĂŶĚŐƌŽƵƉƐ ‘ƚŽƐĞǁƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌǁŝƚŚ
ŵĂŶǇƐƚŝĐŚĞƐĂǀĞƌǇůĂƌŐĞ ?ĞůĂďŽƌĂƚĞ ?ƉŽůǇĐŚƌŽŵĞƋƵŝůƚ ?. Given the range of organisations he 
served, there is no question that Fritz Duras was an active contributor to change for the 
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better. But then his position afforded him access which would have been denied to others. 
ŶĚĂƚƚŚĞƐĂŵĞƚŝŵĞ ?<ĞŶƚŝƐŚƌĞĐŽƌĚƐŵĂŶǇƚƌŝďƵƚĞƐƚŽƵƌĂƐ ?ƐĚŝƉůŽŵĂĐǇ ?ŚŝƐƚĂĐƚ ?ŚŝƐ
ability to win support through discussion, persuasion and compromise. And while the new 
physical education that was born during this era was undoubtedly a better experience for 
many more young people than the regime of drilling and exercising it replaced, many of the 
ideals that inspired it have not necessarily been implemented uniformly to benefit all young 
Australians of the several generations that followed this defining time, something I will 
return to towards the end of this lecture.  
 
With the benefit of this lesson from history, what could be the opportunities for active 
participation in change that the new curriculum for Health and Physical Education might 
make possible, and how can an organisation such as ACHPER and its members contribute to 
change for the better, particularly towards the aspiration that all Australians value the 
physically active life?  
 
The national council of the Australian Physical Education Association (APEA) voted at its 
annual general meeting in August 1970, held during the ICHPER-APEA International 
Congress in Sydney, to change its name, and after a number of iterations ACHPER was the 
outcome (Kirk and Macdonald, 1998). The APEA itself had been formed in 1954, with Fritz 
Duras as its inaugural president, to provide national coordination and representation to the 
various state Physical Education Associations. These, in turn, had been formed in the 1940s 
to represent the interests of the graduates of the new university programs of physical 
education teacher education. As we noted, these programs were funded through a national 
fitness initiative which was broadly conceived across the fields of physical education, 
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recreation and health. Since they were so few in number in the early days through the 
1940s and 1950s, the physical educators produced by these programs worked in each of 
these fields, though they were first and foremost physical educators. So the motivation to 
ĐŚĂŶŐĞƚŚĞW ?ƐŶĂŵĞƚŽ,WZĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞĚĂůŽŶŐƚĞƌŵŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚŽĨƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů
educators in these three fields.  
 
The Martin Report of 1964 on Australian universities caused considerable anxiety for 
physical educators since it recommended the removal of all sub-degree programs from 
Australian universities and their banishment to colleges of teacher education (Kirk, 2000). 
Bert Willee, a colleague of Dr Duras at Melbourne and his successor as Director of the 
University of Melbourne program, responded to Martin that  ‘ǁŚŝůĞŝƚŝƐƚƌƵĞƚŚĂƚƚŚĞ
ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇŽĨƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐďĞĐŽŵĞƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ ?ƚŚĞƌĞĂƌĞŵĂŶǇǁŚŽĚŽŶŽƚ ? ?ĂŶĚ
so for this reason it was eƐƐĞŶƚŝĂůƚŚĂƚ ‘ƚŚĞƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐŽĨƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůĞĚƵĐĂƚŽƌƐƌĞŵĂŝŶŝŶƚŚĞ
universities, where they could be exposed to a range of fields of knowledge, rather than be 
transferred to teacherƐ ? colleges, designed for no other purpose ?, claimed Willee,  ‘than to 
train teachers ?. ƚƚŚĞƐĂŵĞƚŝŵĞ ?tŝůůĞĞ ?ƐĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŽĨĂƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůĞĚƵĐĂƚŽƌǁĂƐƌŽŽƚĞĚŝŶƚŚĞ
pre-1970s and pre-degree era. The consequences of the Martin Report were another 
defining time for the field of physical activity in higher education. ACHPER came into being 
ũƵƐƚĂƐƚŚĞ ‘ĚĞŐƌĞĞĚĞĐĂĚĞƐ ?ŽĨƚŚĞ ? ? ? ?ƐĂŶĚ ? ? ? ?ƐǁĞƌĞďĞŐŝŶŶŝŶŐ ?ŶƵŶĨŽƌĞƐĞĞŶ
consequence of the profound changes to the field wrought by this process was something 
for the most part unknown and unimaginable to men of ƵƌĂƐ ?Ɛ ĂŶĚtŝůůĞĞ ?s era: 




Writing in 1983 in a special issue of the ACHPER National Journal, Tom Thompson, for many 
years President of the Queensland Branch and one of two founding Vice-Presidents of the 
APEA in 1954, wrote ŽĨƚŚĞŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ƐŶĞĞĚĨŽƌ ‘ƵŶŝƚǇŝŶƚŚĞĨĂĐĞŽĨĚŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ ? (Kirk and 
Macdonald, 1998). ,ŝƐĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐŽĨ,WZ ?ƐŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞĚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞĨŝĞůĚŝƚƐĞƌǀĞĚŚĂĚ
changed since the name change in 1971. He believed that diversity of interests and 
expertise was important to a professional body such as ACHPER, since it signallĞĚ ‘ǀŝŐŽur 
ĂŶĚŐƌŽǁƚŚ ? ?ƵƚŚĞĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞĚĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƚŚĂƚĚŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇĐŽƵůĚĂůƐŽďĞĐŽŵĞĚŝǀŝƐŝǀĞĂŶĚŝŶƚŚĞ
longer term lead to conflict and fragmentation. Unity was important, according to 
TŚŽŵƉƐŽŶ ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ‘ŝƚŐŝǀĞƐƐƚƌĞŶŐƚŚƚŽƚŚĞŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŝŶƚĞƌŵƐŽĨŝƚƐĂďŝůŝƚǇƚŽ ‘ƐƉĞĂŬ
ĨƌŽŵĂƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶŽĨƉƌĞƐƚŝŐĞĂŶĚĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇŽŶƉƵďůŝĐŝƐƐƵĞƐ ? ?
 
Managing the tension between unity and diversity continues to be a major task for an 
organisation such as ACHPER. As I wrote with my colleague Doune Macdonald in 1998, we 
remain today as we were then ?Ă ‘ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶŝŶƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ? (Kirk and Macdonald, 1998). One of 
the ways that unity can be achieved in the face of diversity is, I believe, to identify the 
touchstones, the shared interests, of the organisation, the things we have in common rather 
than the special interests that make us different. One such touchstone, I have already 
suggested, is facilitating all Australians to value to the physically active life.  
 
At an organisational level, then, the identification of touchstones and securing the buy-in of 
all members is in my view an important action that could contribute to making this a 
defining time for health and ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ?KŶĞŽĨ,WZ ?Ɛstrengths is that its 
members have expertise across the major physical cultural fields of sport, exercise and 
active leisure, within sites of pedagogical activity such as schools, after school programs, 
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sport clubs, exercise, adventure and dance settings, and across the age range, from early 
years to the elderly. Programs that promote valuing the physically active life may take 
different forms in each of these fields, settings and age groups, but unity is to be found in 
the pursuit of common goals. It is within this context of unity in diversity, with unity focused 
ŽŶ,WZ ?ƐƚŽƵĐŚƐƚŽŶĞƐ ?ƚŚĂƚŝƐƐƵĞƐŽĨƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶĂŶĚĂĚǀŽĐĂĐǇŽŶďĞŚĂůĨŽĨ
members, on the one hand, and services to members, on the other, can be best managed.    
 
For individuals, my feeling is that the choice between taking an active or passive role, while 
serving as a helpful rallying cry, is somewhat misleading. In order for this to be a defining 
time for health and physical education in Australia, an activist role is the only choice that is 
tenable. Part of being an activist is to recognise the touchstones within organisations such 
as ACHPER, to understand what the common ground means for me as an individual and how 
my contribution makes a difference in terms, for example, of helping others come to value 
the physically active life. For individual activists, part of the process of recognising the 
common ground is also understanding the bigger picture, or where my specific expertise fits 
ĂůŽŶŐƐŝĚĞŽƚŚĞƌƐ ? ?
 
Realising the legacy of Duras et al.: Five things the new curriculum must facilitate 
Ɛ/ŶĞĂƌƚŚĞĐŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶŽĨƚŚŝƐůĞĐƚƵƌĞ/ǁĂŶƚƚŽĂƌŐƵĞƚŚĂƚ&ƌŝƚǌƵƌĂƐ ?ƐůĞŐĂĐǇĂŶĚƚŚĞ
legacy of that defining time of the late 1930s to the late 1940s has yet to be fully realised. I 
think for all sorts of reasons, some good and some bad, many beyond our control as a 
professional community, the new physical education that was being shaped by Duras and 
his peers such as Rosalie Virtue and his students such as Huck Hamilton, expressed so 
eloquently in the Victorian Grey Book of 1946, has not taken the shape they might have 
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hoped for (Kirk, 1998). Yes, there was a fundamental shift in the field of school physical 
education from drilling and exercising to a sport-based curriculum. But as I have argued in 
my 2010 book Physical Education Futures, the daily practice of physical education in many 
(though not all) schools is based in the teaching of sports-techniques for the most part. This 
form of physical education, innovative as it was in the first few decades following the end of 
the second world war, has rarely reached its full potential and as a result, both here in 
Australia and elsewhere in the world including the UK, physical education punches way 
below its weight in terms of assisting all young people to value the physically active life.  
 
So what can this new curriculum do to bring us closer to realising the legacy of this earlier 
defining time? I suggest that for this document to be a catalyst in creating a new defining 
time for the physical education dimension of the field, and considering the body of research 
evidence that has accumulated in physical education and sport pedagogy for at least 50 
years, it must facilitate several things. 
 
First, it must assist teachers to be student-centred. Drawing on the activist research of 
scholars who have worked with girls in physical education such as Kim Oliver (eg. Oliver and 
Oesterreich, 2013) to be student-centred has at least four characteristics. It requires not just 
listening to student voices, but listening to respond, a preparedness to act on what we hear. 
Closely linked to this process of listening to respond is the disruption of traditional power 
relations and a willingness of adults to work with young people. A third characteristic is the 
investment of trust in young people, understanding that they have opinions, knowledge and 
experiences that matter. A fourth characteristic of student-centredness from this activist 
perspective is that it assists both teachers and young people to see beyond the obvious in 
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order to imagine new possibilities, essential to maintain relevance in response to the fast 
changing and increasingly interdependent worlds of digital technology and popular physical 
culture.  
 
Second, the new curriculum is right to place an emphasis on primary schools. This is not to 
say that physical education in secondary schools is no longer required, but it is to note that 
for the reasons recently given serious recognition by a House of Commons Select 
Committee in the UK, age 12 is too late to be introducing young people to specialist 
teaching in physical education. This is particularly so for those young people who have 
limited access to junior sport experiences outside of school, where school is their first and 
sometimes only point of access into the physical culture of Australian society. We know 
from research by US scholars such as Jackie Goodway (Goodway et al., 2010) that delayed 
motor development among under 5s is most prevalent in poorer communities, and that 
these children, arguably the most in need, gain least from secondary school programs. And 
if all primary school children receive a high quality physical education then there are serious 
implications for change in secondary school programs.  
 
Third, one of the unintended consequences of the new physical education as it took shape 
in the post-second world war years was that physical educators sought to achieve a range of 
educational benefits from a multi-activity, one size fits all, sport-technique based 
curriculum. I believe the recent development of a models-based approach to physical 
education acknowledges the wide range of legitimate educational benefits that can accrue 
from physical education, where the subject matter and student-centred teaching-learning 
strategies are tightly aligned with specific learning outcomes. A range of models already 
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exist, such as Sport Education, Games Sense, Personal and Social Responsibility and 
Cooperative Learning, or are under development, for example, Health-Based Physical 
Education, Physical Literacy for the Early Years, Outdoor Adventure Activities, and a model 
for working with Socially Vulnerable Youth. A models-based approach, I suggest, can assist 
us to better work towards young people valuing the physically active life and so it is 
important that the new curriculum can accommodate and indeed promote such an 
approach.  
 
If we are serious about young people valuing the physically active life then a fourth factor is 
that physical education programs need to go beyond the school to reach into community 
contexts, and communities need to reach into schools. Recognition of this issue featured in 
some of the developments in England during the last decade in association with the Physical 
Education, School Sport and Club Links strategy and I am aware that similar needs are 
perceived here in Australia. If valuing physical activity is something young people only do in 
school, particularly where there is little support for this in the home or local community 
environment, then it is unlikely to be sustainable beyond compulsory education.  
 
Last and not least, we must continue to recognise that teachers are vital to successful 
implementation of this new curriculum. Clark in a book called Thoughtful Teaching wrote 
 “dĞĂĐŚĞƌƐĂƌĞƚŚĞŚƵŵĂŶƉŽŝŶƚŽĨĐŽŶƚĂĐƚǁŝƚŚƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ůůŽƚŚĞƌŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞƐŽŶƚŚĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ
ŽĨĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂƌĞŵĞĚŝĂƚĞĚďǇǁŚŽƚŚĞƚĞĂĐŚĞƌŝƐĂŶĚǁŚĂƚƚŚĞƚĞĂĐŚĞƌĚŽĞƐ ? ? ?ůĂƌŬ ? ?995, 
p. 3) How teachers are educated initially accounts for part of what they do and who they 
ĂƌĞ ?ƵƚƚŚŝƐĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚĂĐĐŽƵŶƚĨŽƌƚŚĞǁŚŽůĞŽĨǁŚĂƚƚŚĞǇĚŽĂŶĚǁŚŽƚŚĞǇĂƌĞ ?tĞŶĞĞĚƚŽ
continue to recruit people who are able to inspire all young people, but particularly those 
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from underserved communities, to value the physically active life. Such teachers will be 
enthusiastic learners themselves, in a process of becoming better teachers. In terms of the 
issue of who we are as physical educators and this process of becoming, Fritz Duras said in 
his closing remarks at the end of the 1956 pre-Olympic International Congress  
 
One question is usually asked when a Congress such as ours comes to an end,  ‘tŚĂƚ
ĚŝĚǁĞĚŽ ? ?dŽĚĂǇ ?ůĞƚŵĞĂƐŬĂĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ?ŵŽƌĞƐearching and perhaps more 
ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ‘tŚĂƚĚŝĚǁĞďĞĐŽŵĞ ? ?ŝĚǁĞďĞĐŽŵĞŵŽƌĞƚŚŽƵŐŚƚĨƵů ?ŝĚǁĞďĞĐŽŵĞ
more aware of our problems, our tasks, our duties? Did we become more able to do 
justice to our profession? Did we become  W and that perhaps is the deciding question 
 W did we become more as human beings? (in Kentish, 1984, p.75) 
 
Who teachers are and their on-going capability to become more as human beings is often 
overlooked or forgotten in the bureaucratic and managerialist regimes that recently have 
infected education systems around the globe. But for the new curriculum to contribute to a 
defining time for health and physical education we need teachers who have not lost sight of 
ƚŚĞŝƌƋƵĂůŝƚŝĞƐĂƐƚŚĞ ‘ŚƵŵĂŶƉŽŝŶƚŽĨĐŽŶƚĂĐƚǁŝƚŚƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ? ?
 
Conclusion 
The people who knew Dr Fritz Duras personally such as his biographer Gertrude Kentish and 
the individuals who provided her with testimonies to him tell us that he was a remarkable 
man and a consummate physical educator. By remembering and honouring him in this 
lecture ACHPER helps us all to understand that anything we achieve now and in the future is 
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at least in part due to the fact that we are standing on the shoulders of giants such as Fritz 
Duras.  
 
I believe this could indeed be a defining time for Australian health and physical education. 
But a curriculum document, no matter how good, cannot create that defining time by itself. 
tŚĂƚŝƐŶĞĞĚĞĚŝƐůĞĂĚĞƌƐŚŝƉ ?ĂĐƚŝǀŝƐŵŽŶĞǀĞƌǇŽŶĞ ?ƐƉĂƌƚ ?ĂůŝŐŶŵĞŶƚŽĨŽƵƌĞĨĨŽƌts, a shared 
aspiration, and an understanding that change for the better happens in increments as we 
sew together with many stiches the polychrome quilt that is the field of health and physical 
education. We must ask and ask again the pragmatic questions oĨƚŚŝƐĐƵƌƌŝĐƵůƵŵ ? ‘ĐĂŶǁĞ
ŵĂŬĞƚŚĞƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶĨŽƌǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞďĞƚƚĞƌƚŚĂŶŝƚŝƐĐƵƌƌĞŶƚůǇ ? ? ? ‘ǁŚĂƚǁŽƵůĚďĞƚƚĞƌďĞ ? ?
ĂŶĚ ‘ŚŽǁŵŝŐŚƚǁĞŐŽĂďŽƵƚƚŚŝƐƚĂƐŬ ? ? ?ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƌĞŝƐŶŽŶŝƌǀĂŶĂĂƚƚŚĞĞŶĚŽĨ
the process but a need to continue to meet new challenges and contingencies on the road 
to assisting all young Australians to value the physically active life.  
 
That, I believe, is the legacy of Dr Fritz Duras and his many colleagues and friends. 
Understanding this legacy creates the possibility that this could be a defining time for health 
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